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Nicaragua-Colombia territorial dispute flares up again
In mid-February, President Arnoldo Aleman announced that his government will pursue
Nicaragua's territorial claim to islands off the Atlantic Coast that are also claimed by Colombia.
Since the early 1980s, tensions have frequently flared between Nicaragua and Colombia over both
countries' claim to the islands of San Andres and Providencia, and to the Serrana, Roncador, and
Quitasueno keys.
A treaty signed in 1928 granted those territories to Colombia, but in 1980 ex- president Daniel
Ortega's government revived Nicaragua's ownership claim, arguing that the 1928 treaty was
illegitimately signed by a puppet government controlled by the US, which at that time was militarily
occupying the country. Ex-president Violeta Chamorro's government (1990-1997) upheld the
Sandinista claim to the islands, but efforts to engage in open talks with Colombia never progressed.
In fact, during the last Ibero-American presidential summit in Chile in November 1996, when
Chamorro attempted to discuss the issue with Colombian officials, she was rebuffed outright by
President Ernesto Samper, who sarcastically invited Chamorro to visit him on the island.
In mid-February, President Aleman who took office in January announced that his government
will take a much more aggressive tack regarding Nicaragua's territorial claim. "The 1928 treaty
was signed while Nicaragua was occupied by US troops," said Aleman. "For me, that treaty has
no validity. The treaty will either be discussed by our two countries or it will be submitted to the
international courts for arbitration." Aleman appointed a team of three legal experts to study the
issue and make recommendations on diplomatic steps to pursue Nicaragua's claim. The governing
Alianza Liberal also submitted a resolution to the National Assembly in mid- February reaffirming
Nicaragua's territorial rights, which was promptly approved without opposition.
In addition, the Assembly authorized a bipartisan commission to assist the Foreign Ministry's team
of experts in drawing up a strategy to pursue Nicaragua's claim. Notwithstanding Nicaragua's
appeal for talks with Colombia, the Aleman administration will likely be forced to turn the matter
over to the World Court at The Hague, since President Samper refuses to even discuss the issue.
"Colombia's sovereignty over the islands is indisputable," said Samper in response to Aleman's
announcement. "There is nothing that we need to defend. The international community has
historically recognized Colombia's right to the islands."

Guatemala, Belize plan to renew territorial negotiations
On Feb 27-28, technical commissions from the Guatemalan and Belizean foreign ministries will
meet in Houston, Texas, to discuss their century-old territorial dispute. The meeting will be the
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first direct talks to take place since ex- president Jorge Serrano (1991-1993) was forced out of office.
In 1991, Serrano recognized Belize as a sovereign, independent country and opened diplomatic
relations with the Belizean government, effectively ending Guatemala's claim that Belize belongs
to Guatemala (see NotiCen, 09/13/91, 09/18/91 and 09/25/91). The Serrano government's watershed
decision, however, provoked a political uproar in Guatemala, and talks with Belize regarding
maritime rights and territorial claims to the Ranguana and Sapodilla keys in the Gulf of Honduras
were suspended.
Under ex-president Ramiro de Leon Carpio (1993-1996), a 12-member council of experts (Consejo
de Belice) was formed to study the legal implications of Serrano's policies. In August of last year,
President Alavaro Arzu revived and expanded the council, and in October Foreign Minister Eduardo
Stein met with his Belizean counterpart, Dean Barrow, to explore reopening direct talks between the
two countries. The Houston meeting is aimed at clarifying both governments' positions to determine
if their differences can be resolved through direct talks or if Guatemala will seek arbitration from the
World Court at The Hague. "Guatemala cannot renounce its recognition of Belizean independence,
but fundamental territorial issues must still be worked out," said Guatemala's foreign minister.

Nicaraguans continue massive migration to Costa Rica
According to new estimates by the Costa Rican government, some 500,000 Nicaraguans are now
residing in the country, most of whom are there illegally. The massive migration of Nicaraguans to
Costa Rica which began during the civil war that gripped Nicaragua during the 1980s has increased
immensely in recent years as poor families try to escape desperate economic conditions, including
a 50% unemployment rate. Just during the first half of 1996, some 50,000 Nicaraguans migrated to
Costa Rica in search of work, an average of about 275 people per day. Currently, about 200,000 of the
500,000 Nicaraguans in Costa Rica are working, representing the equivalent of about 15% of Costa
Rica's 1.2 million economically active population, according to the Costa Rican Labor Ministry.
Most Nicaraguans are employed in the agricultural sector, including about 52,000 who work on the
country's sprawling banana plantations. All told, the Labor Ministry estimates that Nicaraguans
earn about US$600 million in wages per year, about 40% of which is sent back to Nicaragua as family
remittances. The massive influx of Nicaraguan workers has greatly aggravated social tensions in the
Costa Rican countryside, especially in the northern zones where most Nicaraguans are concentrated
(see EcoCentral, 10/17/97). The abundance of cheap Nicaraguan labor is depressing wages, since
illegal immigrants are willing to work with few or no benefits and for a fraction of the wages paid to
Costa Ricans. As a result, xenophobic anger is spreading among Costa Ricans, according to Rodrigo
Alberto Carazo, the citizens' advocate in Costa Rica (Defensor de los Habitantes).
Carazo says that abuses against Nicaraguans by the country's immigration authorities are frequent.
Numerous cases of beatings, abuse of authority, and rape have been reported since the end of 1996,
especially in the border zone of Los Chiles, where Costa Rican police deport dozens of Nicaraguans
every day. [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 12/05/96; Reuter, 01/24/97; El Tiempo
(Honduras), 01/10/97, 01/29/97; Notimex, 02/02/97; Spanish news service EFE, 08/06/96, 09/06/96,
10/01/96, 11/14/96, 01/30/97, 02/16/97; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 02/01/97, 02/15/97, 02/18/97,
02/20/97; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 11/15/96, 11/25/96, 02/04/97, 02/05/97, 02/20/97, 02/24/97, 02/25/97]
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55311
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

